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For Taran.

Leave the doors open, always.

A Note on Reading Order

The Inward Light is the first of the Tales of the Eternal Cycle, the companion novels to the main series. It takes place long after the events of The Light Bringer, in an age when the Goddess D’HarmaSan has not been seen for centuries.

It stands on its own. You can read it before The Light Bringer or after it. Readers who know the older story will recognize some names. Readers who don’t will meet them here for the first time, which is how most of the people in this book meet them too.

A full list of the books in the series appears at the back.

Content note: this novel contains violence, torture and references to sexual violence.



I have watched the long dark between the stars, and I have watched the small dark inside a single heart, and I have never been able to say which is the larger.

My sister believed that light could be carried inward and kept there, against everything. I told her that was not how light worked.

I have been wrong before. I would like, once, to be wrong about this.


Shae’Kara, of the Twelve

Part One

Darkness Awakens
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[image: ]


The Prince Consort did not breathe the air of his cage; he breathed its spite.

Looking down at the drone he had just killed, a useless, clicking carapace of bronze and fluid, he pried loose a single, unbroken splinter of ebony bone. It was cold. It was perfect. For centuries he had watched the green veins of the barrier pulse across the sky like a web of glowing poison. And for all that time, those silent, robed butchers who had slaughtered his kind without a word of explanation had assumed this cage was absolute.

They were wrong. Captivity had not broken the Brethren; it had taught them to look outward.

The Prince closed his fist around the ebony bone until his palms bled. He remembered the old war. He remembered the being that had led the slaughter. A creature whose raw power poured out like living magma, making the united strength of the Brethren look like insects thrashing in mud. The Robed Ones thought they had buried that terror. But in the dark, the Prince had looked past the cage. He had looked into the infinite void, hunting for a crack.

He had found a doorway, and it wasn’t a place at all. It was a mind.

Light-years away, on a speck of mud and water unnoticed by the cosmos, a child had been born. She was a well of untapped power, more than any world should hold, and completely blind to what she was. A perfect, fragile proxy.

The Prince inhaled deeply, drawing the dormant, static crackle of the ebony bone straight into his lungs. The familiar, burning surge filled his chest, the very same power the Queen had once used to anoint him with a single touch, a lifetime ago.

His consciousness tore through the thinnest veil of the barrier, spiraling out across the cold velvet of space, charting a course toward a quiet, dark bedroom on a distant world.

Smiling into the void, the Prince Consort delivered his very first nightmare.

* * *
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MONTHS LATER, THE KRAXUS knelt in the pouring rain, its muscles cramping from the violence of the transit. It had forgotten the agony of travel, of having its physical form shredded into billions of pieces and hurled across the void, only to stitch itself back together on a foreign world.

It raised its hairless, crimson snout to the storm. Unlike the lesser, mindless beasts of the Brethren, the Kraxus possessed an evolved intelligence. It was a shapeshifter, a born predator, and the Prince Consort’s chosen weapon. Nobody but its own twin knew what its true form looked like, and it reveled in that.

Exhilaration rippled beneath its sleek, black fur. The dark alley was littered with flying refuse, driven by a howling wind. This world smelled abused, neglected, and beautifully toxic.

But as the Kraxus sampled the air, its eyes suddenly narrowed.

It caught a scent. Then another.

Two powerful auras drifted on the wind. The energy was massive, ancient. The unmistakable flavor of the dreaded Robed Ones. The Kraxus’s maw stretched into a cynical, razor-sharp leer. The Prince Consort had sent it here to capture a single proxy, entirely unaware that this world held a secondary, untold well of power.

The Prince had his plans, but the Kraxus had its own. With that much energy devoured, a mere soldier could become a god. It could overthrow the Prince, claim the Queen Regent, and rule whatever was left of the cosmos.

But first, it had to survive. This planet still retained a faint, suffocating tinge of light energy. The Kraxus needed to hide, adapt, and gather its strength.

With a silent, explosive surge of its muscled hindquarters, the Kraxus bounded into the night, dissolving into the shadows of the city to hunt.

* * *
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REN SAT ON THE EDGE of the mattress, rocking her daughter until the frantic sobbing subsided.

The nightmares had started months ago, but this week, the darkness had shifted into something sinister. A mother’s instinct told Ren this was no longer standard childhood fear. It felt like an infection.

“Shh. It’s okay, Bonnie. It was only a dream. Nobody can hurt you,” Ren soothed.

“He’s coming, Mom,” Bonnie whispered, her small voice trembling against her mother’s shoulder. “The bad man in my dream. He looked right at me. He said my name. He was standing in the light this time.”

“Dreams always know what we fear most, darling. But they can’t hurt you. Not while I’m here.”

Bonnie pulled back, her tear-streaked face dead serious. “This is different, Mom. He isn’t alone. There are millions of them waiting behind him. But he’s the one in charge.” She swallowed hard, staring into the dark corners of her bedroom. “He’s the Prince Consort. And he’s coming to free his Queen Regent.”

A chill struck Ren’s spine. Prince Consort? Queen Regent? Where is my baby learning words like that?

In the corner of the bedroom, cloaked in absolute silence, the Watcher stood unseen.

He had kept a secret vigil over Bonnie for months, ever since her raw aura had first flared across his senses. It was a terrifying presence, making the combined power of the Council look like a flickering candle beside a supernova. He knew he should have reported her existence immediately. He knew the Council would panic if they found her.

But as the Watcher looked from the terrified child to the shadows stretching across her walls, a cold dread gripped him.

Something else had found her first.
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Chapter 1
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In the dream, the sky was green.

Lines of light ran across it like veins under skin, pulsing slow and steady over a world of red dust. A man knelt alone in the middle of a storm that didn’t touch him, both hands flat on the ground. No light came off him at all. Somehow Hunter knew it was all going the other way. Down into the stone. Into the weave. The man looked up, straight at him, as if he’d been waiting forever for Hunter to show up.

“Not yet,” he said. “But soon.”

Hunter jerked awake on a bar stool, his cheek stuck to the counter. Damn. Not drunk enough, then.

Joe’s Bar was no more distinguished than any of the hundreds scattered across New Carthage. Gloomy, drab and smelling of booze. Smoke drifted in lazy arcs around the dull halogen lights. Three other drinkers on a Wednesday afternoon, each nursing a glass and his own counsel, while a silent television on the wall ran some daytime show nobody was watching.

Hunter threw back his bourbon, drained the last of his beer and signaled for another. In a couple of hours the after-workers would pile in, as he’d called them in one of his best-sellers. Nine-to-fivers stopping for a quick one before the drive home, the dinner, the television, and a solid eight hours of sleep.

Sleep. How he missed it.

Hunter hadn’t slept straight through a night for as long as he could remember. Every night it was the dreams. Bizarre, vivid, terrifying, sometimes beautiful, and so real that he would wake not knowing which side of them he was on. Doctors told him everybody dreamed; he just happened to remember his. The pills did nothing.

So he started writing them down. Before long the dreams began to fit together, each one part of a bigger story, and the stories became novels, and the novels made him a fortune. The critics called him a prodigy. Hunter knew better. A stenographer, that’s all I am. A guy taking dictation from his own nightmares.

Then one night he drank himself unconscious, and the dreams didn’t come.

The hangover the next morning was the most ruthless of his life. He didn’t care. Better than nothing. Far better than not being able to sleep. From then on, the bottle was how he slept and staying dry was how he wrote. When he needed a new chapter, he skipped the drink for a night, and the dreams came back on cue.

“Hitting it pretty hard today,” the bartender said, pouring Hunter another shot of bourbon. “Even for you. Ever’thing aright?” he continued in his strong southern drawl.

“Everything’s fine, pal. Just another day in paradise. Looking forward to a nice little dinner and some sleep. Feel like some Chinese tonight. Maybe some nice Kung Pao Chicken,” Hunter responded, throwing back the drink and placing a hundred-dollar bill on the counter. “Keep the change,” he added, ignoring the knowing look that had materialized on the bartender’s face. Something he’d become familiar with over the last couple of years.

Ah well, Hunter thought as he shrugged on his leather coat, preparing himself for the wintry streets. Time to look for a new place to drink.

He knew that look. Over the years he’d become an expert in bartenders. The pause before the pour. The glass set down a little too carefully. The friendly question that was never really a question. One more Everything all right? and the next one would be Want to talk about it? He didn’t.

Time to spread it around. Three or four bars, a night or two a week at each, and nobody would see his face often enough to start asking. Tomorrow’s problem. Tonight it was Kim’s Place for dinner and a new bottle of Jim Beam on the way. At least he could afford to be a drunk with great taste.

He’d sent his latest manuscript to his publisher that morning. That bought him a few weeks of nothing, the good kind, before he’d have to sober up and look normal for her again.

With those thoughts, he pulled up the collar of his leather coat and headed down the rain-soaked street towards Kim’s and his much-awaited Kung Pao chicken dinner.
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The Watcher sat cross-legged before the portal to the Council, waiting to be summoned, and tried to find his center.

The black dolman pooled around him on the ground. Every Watcher wore one, a robe woven to drink in its wearer’s power and hand it back sharpened. He had earned his almost thirty cycles ago, after twenty more of training in aural battle. Hundreds were chosen to train every cycle. In all those years he had seen only eight earn the Black.

Elite of the Elite. Even now the memory brought a flicker of pride, and he smoothed it away before it could color his aura. The Council would notice otherwise.

Most of his brother Watchers brought in potentials for training regularly. In thirty cycles he had brought in none. Am I blind to it in others? Or just too proud to look? Maybe that was why he kept to the remote planets, where the younger species had no power worth speaking of and no one expected him to find any.

But now I’ve stumbled upon a girl. This tiny thing, surrounded by an aural presence and power the likes of which I have never beheld. A young wisp that has the capacity to destroy worlds and entire universes with just a thought. And she is unaware of the power she has, living on a speck of a planet in a universe that was treading dangerously close to taking the path of chaos. The Council has destroyed species for less. Maybe things will be different with this one once they hear my report.

The portal hummed as the Council poured their power into it, signaling the opening would soon grant him access. He sighed and closed his eyes again, looking for his center, knowing he had about two minutes before being transported through the rift to report his findings.

Would they trust his judgment and believe in the things he was about to report?

Old doubts about the Council stirred again. The Five had been the first of the Watchers, if the legends were true, hand-picked and trained by Luxfer himself, their minds linked so that no one of them could ever hide a motive from the rest. Somewhere along the way that had stopped mattering. Apart from Julian, he didn’t trust them. Not anymore.

Everything was now gray where once only black and white existed.

No use worrying about it. Better to just report what I have seen and let them decide on a course of action. No doubt, I’ll just be moved on from this planet and shunted off to another to watch.

But he still couldn’t get the young girl out of his thoughts. She was something different.

The problem was that he couldn’t decide if that was good or not.

* * *
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THE COUNCIL MEMBERS looked at each other with something akin to dismay. The Watcher reporting this day had been one of their favorites at the time he’d been elevated to the Black. The inherent ability that flowed from him was overwhelming.

Thirty cycles with nothing of use from such talent. The debate had raged.

“What is the use of having a Watcher who doesn’t achieve?” Elder Micah asked once again. “There are plenty of others ready to don the dolman. Perhaps it’s time we replace him.”

Elgar rolled his eyes. “Once again we ride this merry-go-round, Micah. Never in our history has the Council stripped a Watcher of the Black. They either go down in battle or get to the end of their life-cycle. We cannot set a precedent when we are uncertain of what will take place. That one simple act has many differing future probabilities. None more certain than the next. No, this action is not something we can take lightly. We could never reach a consensus on this matter.”

“That’s because Julian has always abstained on the matter. His choice to not decide is what keeps him in the Black.”

The most junior member of the Council, Julian kept his face blank, knowing the others could read his aura and see his true feelings, regardless.

He had championed the Watcher from the beginning. No one in the records had shown more potential, in battle or in the reading of auras, and only one of the worlds under his care had ever come close to annihilation. Yet in thirty cycles he had brought in no one. Julian’s abstention was the only thing keeping him in the Black.

Besides, his Master had different plans.

If the Council had its way, this report would be the Watcher’s last. Not stripped of the Black. That had never been done, and no one could say what it might ripple into across the universe. Better a mighty battle in which the Watcher had fallen, engineered by the Council itself. It wouldn’t be the first time.

* * *
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WISPS OF SMOKE AROSE from the kneeling Watcher’s form as he emerged. Clear gold, metallic colors swirled outwards, the unmistakable hue of full spiritual energy and awakening. Few had ever attained such perfection, reinforcing the Council’s silent belief that something would have to be done about this particular Watcher soon.

Keeping their linked thoughts to themselves, they looked upon him and spoke directly into his mind: “We see that this planet is yet to change its course, Watcher. It’s as clear in your aura as you are before us. Yet, we also sense something that isn’t quite clear. A confusion within you. What is it?”

The Watcher raised his head and looked toward Micah, hesitating. “I’ve witnessed something... strange. Something that needs further investigation.”

The expressions of the Five didn’t waver, but the Watcher was more powerful than they guessed. He could clearly read each individual member’s aura through the woven shields meant to stop him. It was a secret he kept to himself and the main reason he didn’t trust them. The thoughts they projected aloud held very little in common with the truth written in their colors.

The bright pink of pure lust and coveting mingled with the controlling orange dominating four of the Council members. It all pointed to hidden agendas. Sordid games the Council was supposed to be above. Only Julian’s aura resembled what a Council member’s should be.

It was a truth they would never be able to deny, if they knew he could see them.

“A young girl,” the Watcher continued. “A tiny little thing. She showed power a few months ago.”

“Power is never seen on a planet that has yet to reach enlightenment, Watcher,” Micah countered. “Are you absolutely sure about this?”

Julian interjected, “A little girl, you say? Someone who shows promise of power in an as-yet unenlightened species? Are you sure?”

“Completely sure, Councillor. At first, it was only a small snippet. But something happened recently. Those small frequencies have morphed. She blends them all, without thought. Her aura is the brightest I’ve seen. It dwarfs anything else before it.”

He watched their auras from the corner of his eye. Shock and disbelief bled into their colors, cracking their stoic faces for a fraction of a second before they reasserted control. The silent chatter erupting between their linked minds was immense. If he wanted to, he could have pushed out his own consciousness and listened in, but that would alert the Five to his true strength. So he stayed kneeling, as he’d been taught, and waited for their commands.

“We will need to verify this, Watcher,” Micah finally declared, not bothering to hide his contempt. “So far you have failed to produce even one potential candidate for us to decide upon, and now you bring us a tale of a powerful, wild talent. It sounds more like a bedtime story than the truth. But have no fear. The Council will discuss the matter. We will command your presence when we are ready.”

“D’HarmaSan guide your thoughts,” the Watcher intoned.

With a wave of Elder Micah’s hand, a violent flux of power wrapped around him to banish him to a waiting area.

But for the first time he could recall, the Watcher defied the Council.

As the power took hold, he wove a thread of his own golden force into the mix and side-stepped the flux, rendering himself invisible and soundless while remaining exactly where he stood in the council chamber.

What am I doing? his mind screamed, but he held his peace and waited.

“D’HarmaSan be damned, you failure,” Micah muttered the moment he believed the room was empty. He turned to the others, his face contorted. “This is unexpected. That fool must be mistaken. A wild, untamed girl-child! What does he expect us to do? Drop everything and fall to our knees believing her the D’HarmaSan reborn?”

Arell, the second eldest, turned to face him. “Easy now, Micah. That failure has been a disappointment from the beginning. Even Julian no longer defends him with the fervor he once did. Perhaps he has picked up some hint about our thoughts and is trying to delay the inevitable.” He swept an outstretched arm over the room. “We all see what’s important here. He has given us enough reason to do what must be done, all above reproach. The Master will need to be informed.”

The Watcher stared at them. They look mad as Hell. I bring them news of what may be the most miraculous thing ever, and they’re mad? D’HarmaSan be damned? Who the Hell is this Master?

And still, the Watcher waited.

The Watcher held his breath. A gray darkness crept into their auras, signaling some terrible corruption. Only Julian’s aura retained any positive color, but it quickly muted down to a dark, ash gray. Whatever they considered, the rest had won out. Not a single shred of true color remained.

The Five turned as one toward the ether beneath the pedestal, pooling their collective power to open a passageway. The Watcher waited, but he didn’t feel the vibrations that always came before a summons.

They’re not asking for me. Who are they calling? This mysterious Master?

The pentagram pulsed with swirling, potent colors. A moment later, a solitary figure materialized within the center of the glare.

He was standing.

Every Watcher knew the proper respect for the Five was to appear kneeling, head held low in submission. Yet this one stood tall, fearing no repercussion. Worse still, the Five fell to their knees as one, placing their hands alongside their heads on the marble floor.

The Five taking a submission pose? What the Hell is going on here? The Watcher tweaked his power, ensuring his mask was absolute.

“Lift your heads, my sons,” the figure boomed, his voice older than the chamber itself. “And tell me why you’re all so worried.”

The councillors kept their heads bent, their foreheads brushing the floor, except for Micah. He raised his face two inches. “The Failed Watcher has just reported, Master. He carried news about a young girl that he believes has energy like nothing ever before seen.”

“A young girl? With power, on that ugly dirt speck of a world? Are you positive that this is correct?”

“Yes, Master. I saw the images in his aura. He seems to believe that the girl has almost unlimited innate power. Wild, untamed and natural... Master.”

“Bah. Power of that type has only ever existed once,” the figure stated, waving his hand in the air to dismiss the kneeling councillor, “and was removed from consciousness a very long time ago.”

“It is as you say, Master. We are all in agreement. What would you have us do?”

A smile flitted across the Master’s face. “It’s a simple matter, Councillor. I will send the Jackal to take care of it. He will find this... girl and bring her back. I doubt she is the powerful entity that The Failed One believes her to be. Of course, if he finds that she is as powerful as he claims, we will take no chances. Kill her being entirely. No rebirth to be granted. Extreme annihilation, followed by the entire planet.”

“And what of the Failed One, Master?” asked Micah.

“Ah, his fate is now sealed. I do believe that even Julian is now totally for it. Am I correct, Julian?”

Julian raised his head and sat back on his ankles. The others gasped and stared. None had ever been so forward with the Master.

“Signed, sealed and about to be delivered, My Lord,” Julian exclaimed, smiling. “I’ve only been waiting for your word to do so, and the waiting has been absolute torture, I must say.”

The Master raised his face to the colors swirling above his head in the pentagram and laughed. A loud, raucous laughter that boomed across the entire platform. Swinging a hand across his chest, he pulled the ether at his feet to envelop his body, wrapping from his feet to his torso.

As the dark energy began to cover his face, his burning eyes locked onto the kneeling Council. “You would do well to heed Julian, I believe. I’m sure you all agree that he should be the head of this little gathering from now on. And never, ever think to yourselves that you can command my presence again. If needed, I’ll command yours.”

With a final flash, he vanished.

The others turned to Julian, confusion etched on their faces. They believed themselves beyond the reach of anyone, the Master included, but he had just removed himself from their presence at will. If he could move like that, there would be no stopping him from appearing before them whenever he wished.

Julian had been under the Master’s sway longer than any of them believed, and he had been instrumental in this sudden shift in power. No longer was his aura open to them; he had used the dark force to close himself off entirely, an act strictly forbidden by Luxfer upon the creation of the first Council.

A satisfied smile crossed Julian’s features as he willed himself to the central pillar previously used by Micah. “Now the fun begins.”

The Watcher waited no longer.

Taking care to remain unnoticed, he opened himself fully to his powers. The Five were no longer above him; they were corrupted beyond anything he could have guessed. He was a wanted man, and he no longer considered himself a Watcher. Internally renouncing his allegiance, he backed away into the shadows as the remaining four councillors turned and fell to their knees in front of Julian.

With a swift movement, the Watcher wove his own power in a fashion similar to the one they called Master, willing his own transportation back to the lonely planet that housed one small, tiny little girl.

The Jackal would need to be stopped. Whoever he was.

The little girl would live. He would give his own life to make sure that happened.
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Hunter sank into the oversized black leather chair in Ren’s office and shifted twice, trying to find a position his head agreed with. Behind his eyes, last night’s bourbon kept up its usual slow drumbeat. An old friend by now. The going rate for a night without dreams. He’d done the eye drops in the car, two in each eye, and checked the whites in the rear-view mirror until the red had faded to something close to human. Three breath mints were already dissolving on his tongue, and the rest of the roll sat in his coat pocket, his hand closed around it like a talisman. He straightened his back, unfolded his hands, put on the face he’d spent years perfecting. Sober Hunter. Reliable Hunter. Most people bought it every time.

Ren never had. She saw the state of him, if not the reason for it. A gift others would kill for, she’d told him once, and you squander it like a little kid throwing a tantrum!

Kill for? Hell, I’d give it away for free! In fact, I’ll give them everything I own with it! Hunter thought once again. If doing so would just set me free to live a life of my own, without the dreams.

“The new novel is absolutely brilliant, Hunter,” Ren stated. “Without a doubt, another best-seller on your hands. I truly do not understand how you come up with these stories. How you can go from writing an epic, set during a World War and then follow it up with something from a fantasy angle. Not to mention the three horror books. I’ve just never come across any other writer that has that type of capacity and imagination in them. Well done!”

Ren came around the mahogany desk, still talking, a men’s white business shirt tucked into a black skirt, knee-high boots clicking on the floorboards. She wore it the way she wore everything: for herself, and nobody else. Today, though, the make-up was a fraction off. Shadows under the brown eyes that no concealer was going to fix.

Late night. Lucky her. Double lucky for whoever the guy was. Hunter wondered what it would be like to be normal enough to be that guy. Normal enough to ask. Probably not.

He realized she’d stopped talking and was looking at him, one eyebrow raised beneath that purple-streaked fringe. “Sorry, Ren,” he muttered. “Got lost in my own world for a minute. What did you say?”

Ren smiled, “Your own world? I think that you’ve actually got a whole new universe that you live in most of the time, Hunter. One small world is not enough for that imagination of yours.”

The smile reached her face and didn’t quite stay there. She used to smile like that all the time, back when every meeting came with some new story about her daughter. She hadn’t mentioned Bonnie in weeks. Hunter missed those stories more than he’d ever have admitted. They made him feel almost human.

“Plenty of weirdness in this one world, Ren. No need to add an entirely new universe to my play-list.”

Ren’s smile deepened, reaching her eyes. “What I was saying before you went off on your mental walkabout was that Smitty’s been in touch. Again. Virtual Productions wants the film rights, same as the last three, and they still want you on board as a creative consultant. Bigger check this time.”

Live through those dreams a second time, for the silver screen? Never going to happen! Hunter had never watched a single one of the films. He’d never even met Smitty. Ren handled all of it.

“Whatever you decide, Ren,” he told her. “Same details as the last though. Not interested in doing anything with it. They can buy the rights and make whatever they want with the script. I’ll leave it totally to you.”

“That’s what I figured you’d say but as your publisher, I have to let you know about all the offers, regardless. Smitty doubled his offer this time for your services. A cool five million dollars.”

“They could offer ten times that and the answer would still be no, Ren. There’s literally not enough money in the world to make it happen. No need to pester me with the details. If you need the extra money from your cut, then just double what you charge me now. I don’t need all that much anyways.”

Ren laughed loud, a belly laugh that had tears running down her cheeks. “I might just take you up on that, Hunter. In the meantime, I’ll let Smitty know your answer. Who knows? He might even double it again. He probably thinks he can get even more mileage and profit if your name is associated with the next movie,” she said, reaching for the phone as it rang on her desk.

Cradling the phone to her ear and still smiling at Hunter, Ren answered “Ren speaking.”

Hunter watched the smile fade from her face. “Just try to keep her calm. I’ll be there as soon as I can to get her,” Ren said into the phone before replacing the handset.

Hunter looked over at Ren. “Everything OK, Ren?”

“Not really. That was Bonnie’s school. Apparently she’s been like a walking zombie today and she almost fell asleep during her math class. Poor kid has been having a lot of nightmares for some reason lately and it looks like she had one at school.” Ren paused. “They’re having a hard time calming her down. Today of all days. My damn car is in the shop!”

“Don’t stress. My car is downstairs. Happy to give you a lift.”

“You sure, Hunter? I’m not putting you out of your way?”

Hunter looked at Ren. “Nope. Nothing else in the calendar for today.” Silently, he added the rest. Except for getting plastered. And there’s no real timeline for that; that’s an ongoing task.

Ren slammed the lid of her notebook down and grabbed the coat off the back of her chair, “Appreciate this, Hunter. I won’t even charge you extra for the next novel!”

Ren barely spoke on the drive, lost in her own thoughts, and Hunter was happy to let her be. He waited at the car while she went into the school, and watched her come out carrying a very tired Bonnie, who was asleep on the back seat before they’d left the curb.

Ren hugged Bonnie closer to her body as they stepped into the elevator that would take her up to her apartment. Hunter had slung her bag over his shoulder and was getting the keys ready to let them in. “The Prada bag suits you Hunter. It brings out your eyes.”

Hunter turned back to give her a tentative smile. She’d always been able to put him at ease with her easy manner. Even now, worried as she was about her daughter, she was making the effort. “Always preferred Gucci. More my speed.”

Ren returned his smile, “Well hurry up and open the door, Mr Gucci. She may not look like much but this girl weighs a ton when she’s asleep!”

Hunter unlocked the door and pushed it open, allowing Ren to go inside. He stood at the entrance, unsure whether to come in any further. Ren looked over as she stepped into the other room where a couch dominated one side of the wall, “Don’t be shy, Hunter. Come in and close the door behind you. Let me get my girl settled down. Make yourself useful and put on some coffee. Kitchen’s through there.” She pointed with her chin.

Hunter moved through the entry and into the room that Ren was pointing to. It was the first time that he’d been in anyone else’s place for as long as he could remember.

He’d sometimes dreamed about what Ren’s place would look like, and he wasn’t far off the mark. Like the lady herself, it oozed class without shouting about it. Original art on the walls. Expensive furniture that actually got used. A caftan thrown over the chaise lounge where Ren was laying Bonnie down, placed so a mother could watch her girl from the kitchen.

And on the bench, a gleaming barista machine with more dials than a cockpit. Hunter didn’t know where to even begin with the monstrosity.

“If you know how to use that thing, I’ve underestimated you,” Ren’s voice whispered from the doorway. “Second cupboard to your left. There’s a kettle. That,” she added, pointing to the gleaming coffee maker, “came with the apartment.”

Hunter gave a small chuckle. “Thank God. I was thinking about impressing...”

A scream from Bonnie stopped Hunter from finishing his sentence. He was only a small step behind Ren as they went running into the room where she had laid Bonnie down to rest. The young girl had sat upright, as stiff as a board, screaming, “He’s here, the devil. Go away. No! Leave me alone!”

Ren was there in a flash, grabbing her daughter in a huge embrace, trying to soothe her. “Shh, baby. Mama’s here. It’s all a dream, baby. Shh...”

Hunter watched as Ren tried to calm Bonnie down. They were hugging each other on the couch, with Ren rocking Bonnie back and forth. Something felt off. Something beyond Bonnie’s nightmare and her scream. There was a subtle hint of color at the corner of his eye, disappearing every time he turned to look. A deep, blood-like red, centered on the edge of the couch.

Hunter knew the feeling at once. Danger. This is the feeling that I get in my dreams when something bad is about to happen. He could see the hint of an outline within the color but nothing he could put his finger on. Every sense in his body was screaming danger yet the only strange thing that was happening was Bonnie herself, sobbing and screaming into her mother’s shoulder.

“Shh, baby. Mama’s here. It’s all a dream, baby. Shh...” Ren soothed and then broke off. Hunter turned back to look at Ren wondering what had caused her to stop her whispering, and saw that Bonnie was almost translucent. He could make out the couch behind her.

Ren’s voice switched from a calming whisper to almost a shriek. “Oh my God. What’s happening? Hunter! Help me!”

He leaped over the coffee table in front of the couch to kneel in front of Ren and reached out his hand towards Bonnie. Not knowing what he could do, he looked into Ren’s eyes, the shocked look mirroring his own. The red-colored mist disappeared from his view and he would have sworn that he’d dimly heard a dull, throaty bark. Reaching further towards Bonnie his hand came up empty, passing through Bonnie’s body like she wasn’t even there.

What the Hell is going on? he thought. What the fuck is this? Have I fallen asleep? Is this my nightmare? His senses continued to scream at him, warning him of danger. Like seeing a young girl vanish in her mother’s arms wasn’t enough of a warning that something weird was going on.

Ren was holding her arms tucked around each other, rocking back and forth. “Bonnie. Bonnie... Where are you?”

A change in the air warned him that the encounter continued. Once again he caught a snippet of a red-colored outline from the corner of his eye. This time it seemed more solid; he attacked without thought.

No resistance slowed him down as his body went through the color like it didn’t exist. Ren just looked at him as if he had become deranged. “What the hell are you doing?” she began but didn’t have time to finish, as the red mist that Hunter had tackled became solid.

A completely solid form, man-like. Covered in a robe of some sort, looking like some kind of druid or ancient priest, the face hidden deep within the darkness of the cowl, menacing.

Hunter was shunted aside by a second man as he was on the verge of launching another attack at the figure in the red mist. This one having materialized just behind him, dressed identically to the first, the only difference being that he had his hood thrown back over his shoulders.

The new stranger raised a hand and pointed it straight at the first one. Deep blue, concentrated smoke lashed out from the outstretched arm, crackling with electricity. The impact of the blast sent the first figure flying, away from a now screaming Ren. “Quickly. Take Ren and get out,” the stranger said to Hunter. “She’s dead otherwise.”

Hunter took the hint. Good advice, regardless of who the hell you are. Running across the room he grabbed Ren by the arm, shoving her towards the open door back into the kitchen, away from the craziness going on in the living room. “What the hell is all this?” she asked breathlessly, “and what happened to Bonnie?”

Hunter looked around the kitchen and then back into the living room where the fight was continuing, “I have no idea, Ren. This is just...” He trailed off, not knowing how to finish the sentence.

“Crazy? A nightmare?” she prompted. “Am I in my own nightmare, Hunter?”

“I’m asking myself the same questions. Is it possible that we’re both having the same one?” Hunter took a deep breath and faced back to the living room where one of the strangers had just blasted the other into oblivion. “Whatever it is, it looks like it’s coming to an end. There’s only one of those guys left standing in there, and we’re still trapped in the kitchen. Please tell me you’ve got some knives in here, if not a shotgun.”

Ren looked over to the living room as Hunter spoke. She whispered, “Butcher’s knife. Second drawer down,” watching the strange figure stride across the living room towards the kitchen. “First chance you get, don’t hesitate.”

Despite her warning, Hunter had not made a move towards the knife as the figure strode towards them, completely captivated by the colors swirling off it. Bright gold and orange swirls coming off his head and shoulders as if he was producing his own heat-wave. With a start, he saw that the figure was almost upon them, and he still hadn’t grabbed the knife. “Get behind me Ren, and as soon as you get an opening, run for it. Fast as you can. Get out of here and call the cops. I’ll try to stall him somehow.”

Ren reached across to give him a hug. “Don’t get yourself killed, damn you. Run with me out of here as fast as you can.”

* * *
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EXTREME ANNIHILATION of Bonnie? Destruction of an entire planet over it? It makes little sense! He had lingered too long in that chamber. The Five hadn’t even needed to summon the Jackal in person. Time was something he could ill afford.

A scene of total chaos met Michael as he materialized in Ren’s apartment. He caught the final moments of Bonnie dissipating, being caught in a trap of some sort.

A hazy figure lurked in the background, one he couldn’t quite see. A dark gray aura surrounded it, bordering on black with red streaks running through it like mini bolts of lightning.

Not good.

His first blast had taken the Jackal in the stomach. Michael didn’t take his eyes off him as he struggled up off the floor, a hand pressed to the wound. Behind him, Hunter was already hauling Ren into the kitchen.

One of the sacred points in his training was that no Watcher would attack another without the express approval of the Five, something which had never happened, and yet he stood there considering the total annihilation of another brother. I can’t do this. It’s not right.

Reweaving the original power, he aimed at the Jackal. This hit wouldn’t destroy him but it would leech away all of his power, giving him plenty of breathing room.

Remembering one of the newer planets he’d found at the edge of the Universe, he willed the Jackal away with a wave of his hand, transporting him across millions of light years then turned to scan his surroundings, in search of the other source of power.

Only a hint of it remained near the couch that Ren had been sitting on. A whisper. Not enough to gain any insight into who had been there.

With no other immediate threat, he turned towards the door that led into the kitchen. Somehow he would have to gain the trust of Ren and her male companion. Easier said than done, he thought as he strode across the living room. Especially when your daughter has disappeared into nothing right in front of your face and you’ve no idea what’s happened.
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Chapter 4
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Hunter and Ren bounded down the stairwell keeping the mystery man in sight.

He’d stayed just outside the kitchen door after the chaos, looking at Ren. “We need to go, now!” he said, turning around and heading for the open door.

Taking only a moment, she launched herself after him. “Come on, Hunter. He’s got to know something about Bonnie!”

The stranger turned his head as he was running in front of them. “Quickly now. It won’t take the Council long to find out something is wrong and send more Watchers this way.”

Ren wasn’t about to lose sight of the only person who might have answers. Tears ran down her cheeks, but she kept her wits about her as she followed him through the lobby and out into a rain-soaked street.

Turning left outside the door, the stranger headed to an alleyway that ran up the side of Ren’s apartment. Without hesitation he ran through the alley and continued on until coming to a sliding stop underneath a streetlight with a broken lamp.

Turning, he grabbed Hunter’s hand. “Form a circle, hold Ren’s hand,” he whispered. “We need to get as far away from here as possible.”

Hunter’s thoughts were a whirl, none of them coherent. He took Ren’s hand without the faintest idea why.

The stranger made a gesture with his free hand that appeared to circle the three of them. Hunter watched in amazement as a swirl of golden mist surrounded them. Without warning, they dissipated leaving no signs of them behind in the alley.

Hunter and Ren sat across from their mysterious savior in a dimly lit diner.

The puffiness and redness of Ren’s eyes were the only sign of the tears she had shed for her daughter Bonnie.

Ren’s thoughts kept circling back to one name. Bonnie. Her sweet, adorable, innocent little girl had vanished while Ren was holding her in her arms. How could that be? No one just up and vanishes like that. Well, almost nobody, she amended, remembering how the stranger had waved his hand and made all three of them appear somewhere downtown. A solid fifty miles from her apartment.

A lone waitress stood by the counter ignoring them. She had just served them coffee and would wait to see if they needed anything else, though they didn’t have the look of her usual hungry customers. A tip would not be forthcoming.

Hunter caught himself filing the fight away for a story. If I ever write again. He reached across to take Ren’s hand and drew back halfway. Human contact still didn’t come easily.

Ren saw Hunter stop his hand as he caught himself moving to take hers and smiled. A small, tired and weary smile. It was the first time she had seen any normal behavior from him and it had come when she was most vulnerable and not expecting it. She reached for the sugar and placed two teaspoons into her coffee, stirring in a daze. Hunter would have to take the lead and move things along, for Ren’s sake, if not his own sanity. “So, where do we begin?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” the strange man said. “This goes beyond anything I’ve ever come across.”

Hunter slammed an open hand on the table in front of him. “Well, let me kick it off then. I’m Hunter and this is Ren. Now why don’t you start with just what the Hell has happened to Ren’s daughter?”

Ren stared at him. In all the years she’d known him, through the awards and the checks with a lot of zeros on them, she had never seen Hunter show a flicker of emotion. Now anger was coming off him in waves, every bit of it aimed at the stranger across the table.

The Watcher looked at the two people before him, organizing his thoughts. He had gone nameless for so long he was unsure of where to begin. Watcher was the only term he had gone by for a long time. But I’m no longer a Watcher, he reminded himself. All that is behind me now. But what am I now? Who am I now? I barely remember the person who existed before Watcher!

Recalling the name he’d gone by prior to beginning his training, he began. “My name is... Michael, and until a few hours ago, I was a Watcher. A select group of people who have been specifically trained to keep the peace in the universe.”

Ren broke into Michael’s narrative mid-sentence. “I don’t give a damn about any of that,” she said through clenched teeth, the fury coming off her in waves. “Tell me what happened to Bonnie. Right now.”

Michael sighed as he took in the veiled sorrow in Ren’s eyes. He guided a little of his power over her so she would see he wasn’t lying, hoping to calm her a little.

Hunter looked over at the swirling colors that had appeared from Michael’s hands and were floating towards Ren. “What the Hell are you doing?”

After what he had just witnessed in Bonnie’s room, he wasn’t about to trust a light show like that too soon.

Michael looked over at Hunter. “You can see the power?”

“Of course I can see that stuff. You’d have to be blind not to see it and you’d better stop that shit or I’ll knock you right off that chair and call the cops.”

Raising his hands in surrender, Michael added, “You misunderstand its purpose. I was just trying to calm the situation down a little, to try to make some sense out of it. No harm was intended, believe me.”

Ren looked between the two men not understanding what they were talking about but not liking what she had just heard. “I don’t know anything about any power but believe me, you’d better start giving me some information, like right now, about what’s happening. Don’t try to calm the situation or anything else.”

“Okay. Your daughter has been transported somewhere.” He held his hand up, forestalling the question he saw coming. “I don’t know where... yet, or by whom. Although I have a fair enough guess as to the why.”

“Like I said, I’m a Watcher... used to be a Watcher,” he corrected himself. “And one of the things I do is to nurture and guide developing species as they grow through maturity to possible enlightenment. What has happened to your daughter is my fault.”

* * *
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THE JACKAL LIFTED HIS tired head off the sandy floor. He knew that he was no longer on the same planet as The Failed Watcher but at least he was still on the same plane. He had underestimated the power that the failure possessed. A lesson that he’d learned the hard way and not to be repeated.

The effort of lifting himself off the ground and onto his knees almost made him retch. He’d never felt so much pain in his life. He concentrated and sent the force through his body, assessing the damage. Lots of broken bones, cuts, lacerations and the open wound on his stomach, which was still bleeding. Normally his internal force would have begun the healing process already. This time however, he was almost spent.

Anger and rage bubbled through his demeanor. No one had ever bested him and made him feel as useless as the failure had just done. He’d been caught unawares, not expecting the failure to be present. The Five were supposed to have handled that. They would pay for their transgressions in time. First, he would take care of the failure himself.

Shifting on his heels, he sent his presence outwards, seeking some force to bring into himself, to allow him to heal quicker. Much to his annoyance, there was little of it to be found anywhere on this forsaken piece of rock. He would have to rely on his own internal power although raising the energy that way would take longer.

He could always gather himself and call on The Master for help. He would be healed and fully powered instantly but he was loath to do so. To do that would be to show weakness in front of The Master, something that he would never do. The pain that he was currently experiencing would be nothing compared to what the Master would inflict on him.

The presence of one of the Brethren within the room of the young girl was something that he hadn’t expected either. Twice in one day he’d been made a fool of and both times seemed to point back to the Five. They would keep, for now.

There was only one course of action as far as he was concerned. Heal himself, deal with the failure and then report back to The Master, avoiding any mention of his own failures.

With this plan in his thoughts, he settled back and concentrated on regenerating his life force. Stretching forth his awareness, he found a small clump of trees in the distance. Normally he would not even notice the power of that kind of life-force but now, he would take everything he could get his hands on. A slow process, but he had nothing but time.

* * *
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REN SAT BACK IN HER chair, stunned. “Your fault?” she said. “Explain very carefully what you’ve done with my baby.”

Hunter sat forwards in his chair, placing his elbows on the table in front of him. A wave of raw fury was coming off Hunter’s entire body though outwardly he appeared calm. Michael would have to be careful how he phrased the next part of the conversation or no trust would be able to rise between them. “This planet has been in my care these last thirty cycles. I’ve never lost a species to the dark. Not one. But this one has worried me for a very long time. When a species nears enlightenment, a few individuals begin to show the power. My orders were to find them and bring them in for testing.”

Michael paused to let them take in this information. It also allowed him a moment to check the aura emanating from Hunter and Ren.

The silent fury so evident a moment ago had dissipated a little, but he still needed to gain their trust. “A couple of months ago I came back to Earth for a final look. All around me I saw nothing but chaos and destruction. It wounded me. However, as I was about to take my report back to the Council, a spark of power hit me.” He leaned forward so they could see the seriousness of what he was about to say. “Power, in any form, has never been found on any species that is so far from enlightenment before, ever!”

What he had just said would have knocked any other being on any of the enlightened planets on its backside, yet they were barely moved. He had to remind himself that they were unaware of the enormity of that statement. It was like trying to make a newborn understand the pull of gravity.

“I should have reported back to the Council straight away but I guess you could say that my... pride made me wait and watch the power for a little longer.” Looking over at Ren, he continued, “that power, Ren, resides in your daughter. For the past few months, I’ve been standing guard over her and watching the power continue to grow.”

Hunter sat back in his chair, seeing where this was going. “So essentially you set your goons on Bonnie and now she’s at this... whatever training. How the fuck do we get her back?”

Michael sat back in his chair, taking a deep breath
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